VOLTAIRE AND THE ASP

greeted with a more serious and profound 'Bonjour, Mar-
montel'.

Marmontel was a cautious creature where women were
concerned: he once said, 'But with those who you think will
be useful to you, be careful to be nothing but their friend.' He
was greatly in Pompadour's debt as she had supported him
through two plays which had been failures.

'Monsieur de Marmontel/ said Voltaire, who was always
jealous when anyone tried to w^rite for the theatre, 'how was it
that the success of your play Cleopdtre did not rise to your
expectations?'

In the sudden hush which followed this shaft, Marmontel
replied imperturbably: 'As for that, Monsieur Voltaire, I can
give a very good explanation. That wretch Vaucanson made
me a mechanical asp for Cleopatra in the last scene and it
hissed at the wrong moment so that everybody laughed in-
stead of weeping/

There was a titter of mirth, while Voltaire whispered to
Monsieur de Gontaut: clf I were asked what I thought of the
play, I should reply, "I was of the asp's opinion." *

'My poor Marmontel,' said Pompadour, laughing, ewe
must ask Monsieur Buffon to make you a proper, natural asp.
Is he here this morning?'

'No, Marquise,' said the due de Croy, flicking a little snuff
from his spotless jabot, 'he is with Her Majesty to-day/

Pompadour frowned. She had never succeeded in making
the great Buffon an habitue, at her toilette because he was
devoted to the Queen.

*I must scold him severely,' she said lightly, applying a
little blue on her eyelids from a mussel shell, cln his Histoire
Naturelle he said that in love the physical element alone is of
importance. I must tell him to cross out this foolish sentence
from his next edition. Give me my doll, Dorine/
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